Translation of the Dress in Advertising Campaigns for the Arab Culture: Narratives, Powers, Ideologies  by Arcos, Rodríguez & Irene, 
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  212 ( 2015 )  242 – 245 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.11.340 
ScienceDirect
MULTIMODAL COMMUNICATION IN THE 21ST CENTURY: PROFESSIONAL AND 
ACADEMIC CHALLENGES. 33rd Conference of the Spanish Association of Applied Linguistics 
(AESLA), XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE, 16-18 April 2015, Madrid, Spain
Translation of the dress in advertising campaigns for the Arab 
culture: narratives, powers, ideologies
Rodríguez Arcos, Irenea1
aUniversity of Salamanca, c/Vecinos, nº 10, 3º D; Salamanca, 37007, Spain
Abstract
In times of globalization where people, goods and discourses continually flow, the translator has to face the new challenges posed 
by the media and specifically advertising. In highly ideologically charged advertising campaigns, women’s body, and the dress in 
particular, become translated signs whose meaning goes beyond cultural marks. The (non-) re-presentation of women in 
advertising also reflects public narratives and the exercise of power.
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1. Globalization and advertising: new challenges in the translation field
For some decades we have witnessed a globalizing process which compresses time and erases distances (Bauman, 
1998) thanks to the development of new technologies. The speed of movement of people, goods and discourses is 
practically instantaneous (ibid.), something which has finally caused a hybridization of cultures and identities 
(Álvarez & Vidal, 1996). However, this phenomenon does not affect the whole world population equally, since some 
cultures dominate and some others are dominated, the predominant discourses are the Western ones (Vidal, 2010), 
and the homogenization is produced with an Anglo-American bias. 
Immersed in this complex transnational network, the translator’s importance increases nowadays, since his job is 
the only possible way for discourses to overcome linguistic and cultural barriers; a fact that makes of him an 
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essential key for the dissemination of media messages (Bielsa & Bassnett, 2009). In this sense, and regarding the 
current consumer society, advertising becomes a really powerful persuasion weapon widely used by multinationals, 
which invest large amounts of money in global campaigns which are expected to work in every country in which 
they are present, although some ideological differences may arise between them (Munday, 2004). Nevertheless, in 
some cases, it is convenient to adapt these campaigns in order to be accepted in the target culture, since identical 
semiotic elements may transmit different ideologies. With a source text2 in which every element is carefully chosen 
and knowing that the use of the signs is never innocent (Vidal, 2012), the translator witnesses the expansion of the 
limits of the traditional definition of translation3, as well as finding himself in the middle of complicated processes 
of identity negotiation (Vidal, 2010), which are indeed responsible for the success or the failing of an advertising 
campaign in a different linguistic and cultural context.
2. Objectives and methodology
Considering the urgent need of going into depth in the field of advertising translation, we aim firstly to remedy 
this scarcity with the present research, which not only includes the techniques used in this field, but also 
incorporates a reflection about the ethics of the translation decisions. Our basis hypothesis is that, in this times of 
globalization and consumption, in which goods and discourses flow in a certain direction, no group is isolated from 
the others (Beck, 1997); as well as the fact that it is impossible to escape the cosmopolitanism tendency in which we 
are immersed (Appiah, 2006). Indeed, in a daily basis, we experiment something defined by Beck as “banal 
cosmopolitanism”, which Appiah also considers: “There are some Western products and vendors that appeal to 
people in the rest of the world because they’re seen as Western, as modern: McDonald’s, Levis. […] People wear 
Levis en every continent. In some places they are informal wear; in others they’re dressy. You can get Coca-Cola on 
every continent, too. In Kumasi you will get it at funerals. […] The point is that people on each place make their 
own uses even of the most famous global commodities” (Appiah, 2006, p. 113).
In the chosen international campaigns, the dress will be considered as a translated semiotic element and our 
objective will be to analyze the reasons lying on those decisions, because they go beyond cultural marks: the dress, 
and thus the women’s body, become a space of ideological confluence and re-presentation of power(s) exercise 
(Vidal, 2003), apart from being a reflect of public and personal narratives (Baker, 2006). In fact, as Joanna 
Pawelczyk argues, the advertising discourse “is not only representational (socially constituted), but also socially 
constitutive” (2008, p. 314). To carry out this research, we will employ an interdisciplinary methodology which 
combines perspectives from the Descriptive Translation Studies, which will provide us with concepts such as 
“narrative”, “power” and “ideology”; from Sociology we borrow the notion of “cosmopolitanism”; and finally, from 
Barthes’s semiotics, the concepts of “myth” and “first and second order significations” (Barthes, 1972 [1957]).
3. The translation of international campaigns for the Arab culture
As a preliminary step to the analysis of the strategies employed in the chosen campaigns, some considerations 
about the use of the signs in the advertising sphere should be noted. Adverts transmit ideology subrretitiously thanks 
to the elaboration of complex semiotic systems in which every sign –shapes, colors, models, etc. – plays a 
determined role (Munday, 2004; Vidal, 2012). An innocent or arbitrary use is never made, so its translation involves 
ethical consequences. In this sense, we agree with Baker (2006, p. 26): no translator or interpreter “can escape 
responsibility for the narratives they elaborate and promote through their translation and interpreting work”. The 
difficulty of translating these elements into another culture lies in the fact that identical signs can bring different 
second-order significations, in Barthes’s words, or even cause offense. Therefore, the translator must not only be 
fully aware of the discourses informing the source semiotic system, but he should also be able to predict the level of 
aceptability of the mentioned signs in the target culture (Munday, 2004).
2 In the present study we also consider as text the non-linguistic elements of the images: colours, shapes, location of signs in the space, etc.
3 With the “traditional” concept of translation we refer to the interlinguistic translation , in Jakobson’s sense of the term. We insist in the urgent 
need of studying intersemiotic translation for its application to this field, since the non-linguistic elements are of the utmost importance. 
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In the studied campaigns, the translated element to the Arab culture is the dress, subject of modifications such as 
covering the chest or the armpit areas (H&M campaign with Gisele Bundchen adapted for the Dubai market4; or 
Sharon Stone wearing a watch by Dior5). This practice exemplifies how certain linguistic and non-linguistic signs 
bring different second-order significations depending on the target culture 6; while in Western societies these 
campaigns work –specially in an hypersexualized reality7–, in the Arab culture reactions can vary from strangeness 
when observing women outfits different to the culture habits, to religious offense, which ultimately means a 
disastrous failure of the campaign and the brand name.
At this point, the rising debate is to which extent these modifications are just a cultural mark which conceals the 
offense; or, on the contrary, if these translations go beyond that and reflect public narratives or re-present the 
exercise of power in which economical and political elites may be interested. Firstly, the question should be 
addressed towards the cosmopolitanism phenomenon which connects all cultures and groups (Beck, 1997); in this 
context, Western goods finally penetrate into other cultures whose values and narratives do not correspond with the 
ones of the exporter countries. Thus, deciding to translate the dress becomes a logical option, so the image created is 
in accordance with the Islamic law, which favors demure clothes widely covering the neckline (Rubiera Mata, 
1997). On the other hand, these rules are not supposed to be applied to non-believers –like the obligation to wear a 
veil–, so it is a curious fact that they are applied to foreign elements. However, the advertising message does not aim 
to create strangeness; it rather seeks cultural assimilation. As Baker (2006, p. 3) argues: “narrative theory recognizes 
that people’s behavior is ultimately guided by the stories they come to believe about the events in which they are 
embedded”. In other words, we assimilate what we perceive as credible depending on the narratives which surround 
us, and for this reason the advertising discourse needs to incorporate kindred elements to penetrate into the 
boundaries of the target culture, so the population can feel identified with the models (Vidal, 2012) and certain 
consumption habits can be perpetuated. A representative example is the Silvikrin shampoo commercialized in Saudi 
Arabia with the slogan “A tribute to Arabian beauty”8: in the image we see the model’s face covered with her dark 
hair like a veil –identification sign of the Islam world–, so it is only possible to see her gaze.
Apart from the cultural issues surrounding the translation of advertising campaigns for the Arab market, it should 
also be noted the fact that the female body becomes a space of ideological confluence and exercise of power (Vidal, 
2003). This is the only element subjected to translation, in a society where women do not enjoy a number of the 
rights present in Western societies (Rubiera Mata, 1997); a reflect of the fact that power, in Foucault’s sense (1992 
[1979]), is only exercised by the male population. A more extreme example of the said exercise over the female 
body in Islamic societies is the translation of an IKEA9 campaign: in the original version, a family composed by 
father, mother and children appear in the bathroom to start a day; in the translated version for Saudi Arabia the 
woman was completely removed from the image, annihilating thus her presence in the media. In this way, political 
and economical elites perpetuate the circulation of certain narratives which guide the population’s behavior and 
contribute to the social consideration of gender, favoring men and condemning women. 
4Original campaign and translation images available at: http://www.fivefivefabulous.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Gisele-Bundchen-HM-
Ads-censored-for-Dubai-Middle-East.jpg [Last accessed: 2nd July 2015]
5 Original campaign and translation images available at: https://womencondition.files.wordpress.com/2013/07/dior.jpg?w=321&h=224 [Last 
accessed: 2nd July 2015]
6 One of the most curious cases was the translation of the Ange ou Démon perfume by Givenchy in Saudi Arabia: apart from covering the 
originally naked back of the model –visible due to the dress shape–, the name of the perfume was also translated as “Ange ou Étrange”, since the 
Islamic law does not allow to name a superior being other than God. Source: “Get dressed advert!” (31st July 2013), in Women around the World.
Available online at: http://women-around-the-world.com/2013/07/31/get-dressed-advert/ [Last accessed: 2nd July 2015]
7 See Walter, N. (2010). Living Dolls: The Return of Sexism. London: Virago Press.
8Images of the campaign available at: http://files1.coloribus.com/files/adsarchive/part_1296/12961605/shampoo-veil-260-12909.jpg  [Last 
accessed: 6th July 2015]
9 Images of the campaign available at: http://www.thespinalley.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/ikea-saudi-arabia.jpeg  [Last accessed: 6th July 
2015]
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4. Conclusions
As we have indicated previously, there is no independent culture and the goods exported from Western countries
overcome linguistic and cultural boundaries. From the sociological perspective, we observe continuous examples of
the already mentioned banal cosmopolitanism, which makes dominated cultures aware of the existence of a stronger 
Other which is partially allowed to enter, in the sense that campaigns mostly keep their original appearance. 
However, the acceptability of foreign discourses is limited; a factor that the translator must seriously consider when 
translating semiotic elements from one culture into another, since the second-order significations may differ widely. 
Hence the urgent need of research on intersemiotic translation, particularly relevant in this subfield, which becomes 
an essential link between linguistic and non-linguistic elements in adverts.
Regarding the ethical aspects, the translator must also be aware of the fact that his decisions are not innocent, so 
they involve consequences: they contribute to perpetuate narratives which, as we have seen, affect the social 
construction of both genders. Thus, because of the current importance of the subject of study and the limited number 
of works dealing with this issue, we bring to light the need of going into depth in this field, with research which 
incorporates the ethical dimension of advertising translation, apart from techniques and strategies used. 
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